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-. INTRODUCTION

As the responsibleagency for administeringthe U.S. Departmentof

Agriculture's Food Stamp Program, a major priority for the Food and Nutrition

Service (FNS) is to reduce lossesto the program due to fraud and error. It

has become increasingly difficult to develop strategies that are effective in

reducing errors. As the error rate decreasesnationally,there remainsa very

costly set of errors that represent a relatively small percentage of total

cases. Further, these errors are distributed heterogeneously, and they are

elusive to methods that have been effective in the past. FNS has sponsored

several initiatives to reduce errors. One of the most significant resources

for error reductionstrategiesis state and local food stamp agencies. By

virtue of having responsibility for service delivery, state and local agencies

have firsthandknowledgeof the systemsthat allow errors to occur. This

Knowledgecannot be duplicatedwithin FNS or by external sources.

In July of 1983, USDA solicited state and local agencies to submit

proposals for demonstrations and evaluations designed to reduce errors and

abuse in the Food Stamp Programthrough fraud preventionand/or detection

strategies and improved management practices. Authorization for this

solicitation is contained in Section l? of the Food Stamp Act, as amended.

FNS established cooperative agreements with three states--Maryland, North

Carolina,and Vermont--asa result of this solicitation. The Maryland pro3ect

proposed a media presentation that was designed to prevent errors by informing

applicants of reporting requirements and encouraging them to report

accurately. North Carolina hypothesized that errors occurred because

caseworkers failed to be comprehensive in taking application information and
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in noting inconsistenciesin the informationprovided. To remedy this

problem,North Carolina proposeda computer-assistedinterviewwhich would

requirea responseto each applicationquestion,and would compare responses

to assure that consistentinformationwas reported. Vermont noted that a

substantialproportionof its errors were due to agency deficienciesand

developed four strategies for reducing error: a supervisory case review

system, enhancedeligibilityworker training,qualitycircles, and the

establishment of performance objectives.

The purposeof this report is to summarizeand assess these three

demonstrations. The chapters that follow cover the followingtopics for each

demonstration:

· Overview

· Design of the Intervention

· ResearchDesign

· Implementationof the Treatment

· Implementationof the ResearchDesign

· Results and Conclusions.

This is followedwith a chapterthat comprisesthe demonstrationsand comments

on how their differences may have affected outcomes.
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2

MARYLAND PROJECT

2.1. OVERVIEW

The Maryland demonstrationwas intended to reduce client error by exposing

clients to media presentations--a videotape and a brochure--in local office

waiting rooms. This preventivestrategy is based on the assumption that

clients withhold or falsify information because of ungrounded fears that not

doing so will lead to ineligibility. Accordingly, the media messages were

benign, rather than threatening.

The demonstrationteam developedand implementeda sound research design,

although the sample size was probably inadequate. They also developed,

through a subcontract, satisfactory media presentations. Despite extra-

ordinary delays, the demonstrationitself was well conductedand led to a

sample size equal to about 75 percentof the target value.

The subsequentactivitiesof data collection,editing, coding,and key

entry were problematic. This is partly attributable to project staff who,

although conscientious and diligent, were not adequately prepared for dealing

with real-world data. A more salient factor was the isolation of these staff

from State and local employeeswho might have providedhelp and/or leader-

ship; indeed, the office conducting the demonstration appeared to be isolated

from other units in the State Food Stamp Program. Finally, although we are

not in a position to assess Maryland relative to other States, it appears that

the general flow of data and the linkages among agencies in this State are not

conducive to research activities.
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Delays in data collection, and then in preparation of a computer file,

left less than two weeks for analysis and interpretation. As a result, these

activities were not done adequately. In addition, what was done was not

reported adequately. As a result, there is no analytic basis for assessing

the effect of the intervention on the outcome variables, let alone on the QC

error rate.

2.2 DESIGN OF THE INTERVENTION

Specification of the Problem

Maryland utilized QC data to decide that client error was to be the broad

target of the demonstration and that, more specifically, client reporting of

income--both earned and unearned--and of household size and composition were

the major error sources. Data were examined for several recent QC cycles, and

it seemed clear that there was a consistent pattern.

Although some of this examinationtook place prior to fundingof the

project, the greater share of it occurred after the project was underway. It

would have been preferable for Maryland to analyze error sources more

thoroughly at the time that they submitted their proposal. Nevertheless, the

analysis was rational and useful, and the decision to target client error was

a good one.

No attempt was made to identifyerror-proneclient types. One reason for

this was that the office that initiated the project appears to have no

communication with the QC staff, so that it would have been difficult to

obtain QC microdata or even to request QC staff to supply more detailed

reports than are normally available. (More generally, there is an apparent

lack of communication between the initiating office and several divisions and

levels. A more unified approach to developing an intervention would have been

helpful. This issue will reappear later in the discussion.)

A second reason for not targetting client types was that the decision was

made early on to develop an intervention that, by its very nature, applied to

all clients and applicants. Thus, it did not appear relevant to focus on
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particular types. Nevertheless, it would probably have been beneficial to

investigate this issue more closely. It might have led to more insightful

media messages.

Definition of the Intervention

There are several ways in which client errors can arise. At one end of

the spectrum, applicants may simply be guilty of willful misreporting. At the

other end, they may not be aware of reporting requirements. It seems likely

that, at least for many clients, the truth lies somewhere in between these

extremes. This was the assumption that Maryland made. The State hypothesized

that applicants were not consciously trying to cheat the system, but were

misreporting because of fear that more complete and accurate reporting would

reduce grants or render them ineligible.

Given this hypothesis,the most obvious corrective strategyis that of

allaying client fears by informing clients that accurate reporting will not

have negativeconsequences. Marylandtook this approach,and designeda

preventive treatment rather than a corrective one. The treatment was

conceptualized and developed in advertising terms, as media messages intended

to change clients' mindsets so that they would be more likely to report

accurately. The messages were designed to reinforce the existing reporting

requirements, and to make it clear that complete reporting did not necessarily

have negative consequences.

This approach is internallyconsistentand is humanistic. However, it

reflects the obvious fact that reporting more may well lead to receiving

less. Thus, it was not at all clear that the media messages would have the

desired impact. In fact, it seems possiblethat they could have an impact in

the wrong direction: By coaxing clients to report more, Maryland may be

reinforcing the implicit message that the State is frequently unable to detect

incomplete reporting. There is no firm basis for arguing on one side or the

other of this issue. However, it should be noted that project staff in

Maryland were never very optimistic about the effects of the treatment, and

that local office staff--who are probably best qualified to predict the

effects--were not consulted until the project was underway. It would have

been better to develop an intervention with more face validity.

2.3



The intervention was originally intended to include a video presentation

and two brochures. Various combinations of these were to be implemented.

During initial planning, this was reduced to a video presentation and one

brochure, with the actual treatments being the brochure only and the brochure

in conjunction with the video. This reduction in scope was warranted for two

reasons. First, the sample size was inadequate for testing many treatments

and, second, there was no strong conceptual basis for fine-tuning the

treatments to the extent originally proposed.

Estimation of the Potential Benefit

There was no basis for estimatingthe reductionin error that might be

expected as a result of the media treatments. Since the direct effect could

not be estimated, neither could the ultimate effect on the QC error rate.

This is a generic problem that applies to all or almost all prevention

strategies, and no specific criticism of the Maryland project is implied

here. Nevertheless, as mentioned above, it would be better to fund projects

that, in the absence of valid numeric estimates,are at least believed to

offer more potential for error reduction.

With no basis for estimatingthe treatmentefforts,there is no basis for

estimating cost effectiveness. However, it should be noted that projects of

this type, if effective, are bound to be cost effective. The reason for this

is that, because the statistical power for detecting an effect is relatively

small, any effect that is detected must be relatively large. Since the

ongoing costs of the treatments would be very small, the benefits would almost

certainly outweigh the costs.

2.3 RESEARCHDESIGN

Definition of a Control Group

The first impulse,when looking for a way to measure the treatmenteffect

of an error reduction project, is to rely on QC error rates. The impulse is a

natural one, since the ultimate goal is to reduce this rate. It should be

avoided, however, as past QC samples are not adequate control groups.
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Comparisonsbetween past and presentQC rates are unreliablebecause the

samples are too small, and are generally invalid because of intervening events

other than the demonstration. Thus, although it is relevantto track QC

results, it is also necessaryto develop a design that is specificallylinked

to the demonstration.

The Maryland Project recognizedthis necessity,and proposed control

groups at each of the six local offices--two each in Baltimore City, Prince

George's County, and Montgomery County--at which the experimental treatments

were to be implemented. Each group was to be selected during a particular

block of time, with the control group selected first, then the brochure-only

group, and then the brochure-plus-video group. Within a given block of time,

there was no randomization, but rather an attempt to oversample and include as

many subjects as possible.

This design,while not a true experiment,appearsto be satisfactory. The

ordering of the treatments avoids contamination. Other threats to validity

are possible, but not likely. These include:

· Changes in the client mix from one block of time to the next;

· Changes in local office staff which could influenceclient reporting;

· Operational or policy changes.

The second and third of these possible threatsapparentlydid not arise. The

first seemed to be a possibility, particularly with regard to the mix of

applicants and recertification cases, and indeed it turned out that this mix

did differ in a consistent way across the groups.

With regard to client mix, it was suggestedto the Maryland Project that

the samples be balanced, either across offices or at each office separately,

on variables that might interact with the treatments. These include the

applicant/recertificationand public-assistance/non-public-assistance

variables. The suggestion was not followed, because it was believed that it

would be difficult for local office staff to properly implement it, and

because there was no clear reason to believe that interactions would occur.
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While this should not be considereda major flaw, it would certainlyhave been

preferable to involve local office staff at the planning stage, and to assure

a more balanced sample.

Development of Outcome Measures

The basic variableof interestto the Maryland Projectwas overpaymentdue

to client misreporting. As mentioned earlier, there was evidence that the two

major areas in which clients were misreporting were income and household

composition. In addition, vehicle ownership was included as a third area.

Finally, income was separated for operational purposes into earned and

unearned income. Thus, there were four areas in which misreportingwas to be

studied.

The ideal approach in this situation would be to:

(1) Use verification procedures to determine true household composition,
true earned income, etc.

(2) Compare verified data with reported data and note discrepancies

(3) When discrepancies occur, recompute the grant amount and note the
amount of overpayment.

This ideal was not pursued in Maryland for several reasons. First, project

funds did not allow for recomputation of grant amounts, and, as far as we

Know, local office staff were not interested in following up in this way.

Second, obtaining valid dollar figures through verification turned out to be

difficult in some areas, and impossible in others. The key consideration here

was determination of earned income. The project had originally intended to

measure this, but later decided that it was not possible to do so. Third,

there was no feasible procedure for determining true household composition,

except in the case of school age children.

These problems led to two decisions. First, rather than attempting to

simulate QC procedures, the research design was predicated upon the use of

indicators, each indicator being thought of as evidence of a possible

discrepancy between reported and true data. Second, in addition to
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discrepancy indicators, client reported data per se were to be used as outcome

variables. In other words, extent of reporting was included as a second

generic variable, based on the assumption that the more information that is

volunteered, the more accurate the total information is likely to be.

The strategyof collectingdata for indicatorsand surrogatemeasures is

acceptable. Indeed, it seems to be the only feasible strategy that Maryland

could have used. It is unfortunate, however, that this was not realized at

the outset: too much time was spent in developing a measurement scheme.

Better linkages between project staff and QC staff, and between project staff

and local office staff, would have alleviated this problem.

The key outcome measures that were finally selected include:

· Dichotomousmeasures of discrepanciesbetween reported and verified
data in each of the four content areas

· Dichotomous measures indicating presence or absence of earned income,
unearned income, and motor vehicles.

These measures are either defined at the householdlevel or defined at the

individual level and recorded for the household. As a final step, discrepancy

measures can be combined across areas to yield a single variable for a

household.

Sample Sizes

Sample sizes should be large enough to enable detectionof a treatment

effect of reasonable size. To operationalize this concept, it is necessary to

define the treatmenteffectsand their expectedsizes. Treatmenteffects,in

turn, follow from research hypotheses, which specify comparisons of outcome

measures between groups.

Marylanddeveloped adequateresearchhypothesesof two types. First,

there were straightforward comparisons, i.e., comparisons between two groups

on individual variables. Second, there were more complex hypotheses,
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involving the partialing out of background variables and other multivariable

techniques. Hypotheses of the first type can, and were; used to analyze the

issue of sample size.

Unfortunately, the total sample size was set at 1,200 prior to the

analysis. Therefore, the issue became one of justifying (or not justifying) a

preset number, rather than one of rationally determining a number.

As mentionedearlier,one reason for reducingthe number of experimental

treatments was the fixed total sample size. As the number of treatments

decreases, the number of cases per treatment increases, and the power of any

particular comparison increases correspondingly. For two treatments, together

with a control group, there could be 400 cases per group. Alternatively, it

might have been preferable to assign half of the sample to the controlgroup

and half to the experimental groups--300 to the brochure-only and 300 to the

brochure-plus--to maximize the power of the overall tests of experimental

versus controls. Maryland opted for the former assignment, because of cost

considerations: Because data collection is more costly than exposure to the

treatments, it is preferable to minimize the size of the control group.

Suppose, to gauge the adequacyof the sample sizes, that the client error

rate (on a case basis) is initiallyl0 percentand that the treatments,taken

together, can be expected to reduce this rate by 25 percent of its initial

value. Then a straightforwardtest for a differencein proportionscould be

expected to yield proportionsof l0 percent in the controlgroup and 7.5

percent in the experimental group. With sample sizes of 400 and 800 in the

two groups, the difference would have a standard error of:

SQRT(.1 x .9 + .075 x .925) = .0177
( 400 BO0 )

The correspondingZ-score is .025/.0177,or 1.42, which is not statistically

significant at the 95 percent confidence level. It follows that the

probability of a Type II error--failing to detect a treatment effect when it

does occur--is greater than 50 percent. Thus, the experimental setup has

inadequate power.
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This argument rests on a number of assumptions,the most salientof which

is the assumed reductionof 25 percent in the client error rate. If a higher

amount of reduction were assumed, the power would increase. There is no

evidence, however, to suggest that even a relative reduction of 25 percent

could reasonablybe expected. He conclude,therefore,that it was unlikelyat

the outset that the demonstration would successfully show evidence of error

reduction.

It is important to note that the problem here was not the statistical one

of failing to do an a priori power analysis, and thus having a sample that was

probably inadequate. The problem was the more basic one, discussed earlier,

of face validity. The post hoc power analysis simply focuses attention on the

relatively large reduction in error that corresponds to the given sample size.

The above remarks apply to the most global group comparisons: those for

which the entire experimental group is compared to the entire control group.

In fact, the project was interested in many lower-level comparisons, all of

which involved smaller samples. The most important of these were based on

keeping the two experimental groups distinct. Comparisons of this type

involved 400 cases per group, leading to a reduction in expected Z-score from

1.42 to 1.25.

Other comparisonsthat were of interest involvedapplicantsonly,

recertification cases only, public assistance cases only, etc. The typical

cut of this type would lead to group sizes of 200 controls and 400 (combined)

experimental, and a resultant Z-score of 1.O0. Cuts based on two or more

variables would produce expected Z-scores of less than 1.O0.

The proposed multivariate analysis (log linear analysis) could resolve

problems of differential treatment effects by controlling for various

background variables. It could not, however, resolve the basic issue of

detecting a treatment effect that applies only to specific subgroups.

Generalizability

The original intent of the Maryland project was to implement the

demonstration in a "representative" sample of counties. This was
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operationalizedby stratifyingcounties into "large", "medium"and "small,"

the plan being to select one or two counties from each stratum. (Note that

Baltimore City qualifies as a "county" for this purpose.) There is no

methodological fault to be found with this plan.

The project subsequentlydecidedto limit the demonstrationto three large

counties: Baltimore City, Montgomery County and Prince George's County. The

State was motivated in this decision by the fact that the preponderance of

errors--over BO percent, in fact--occur in these three counties. Thus, the

demonstration, if it were successful, would have a relatively large impact on

the error rate. This was a sound decision from an operational standpoint, but

not necessarily from a research standpoint, since it sacrificed both random-

ness and representativeness. The results, in other words, could not be

validly generalized to smaller counties, to the State of Maryland, or to other

States.

In fact, however, the decisionwas a wise one, methodologicallyas well as

operationally. There are two reasonsfor this. First, going into the larger

local offices minimizesthe risk of a shortfallon the sample sizes. Second,

it maximizes the likelihoodof detectinga treatmenteffect. Since these are

the offices with the higher error rates, they offer more "room for improve-

ment'': it is easier to detect a change in error rate from l0 percent to 7.5

percent, as opposed to a change from, say, 5 percent to 3.75 percent.

Furthermore,the loss in generaltzabilityseems minor. If the demonstra-

tion were successful at the selected sites, it could be expected to be

successful at similar sites, whether in Maryland or in other States. Finding

strategies that work in urban areas, where error rates are typically higher to

begin with, is probably more important than testing strategies on a represen-

tative basis across counties.

2.4 IMPLEMENTATION OF THE TREATMENT

Obtaining of Cooperation

The Maryland Project obviously required a high degree of cooperation from

local offices. In addition, it would have been very beneficial, although not

2.10



an absolute necessity,to have had a working relationshipwith other offices

at the State level: The Quality Control Staff, the AIMS Staff, and the

Procurement Staff. The issues involving local offices will be discussed first.

Ideally, local offices should not merely cooperate with a State

initiative, but should have some input into the development of that

initiative. This did not happen during the initial planning stages in

Maryland: The use of a brochure and a videotape, and the general content of

the brochure and videotape, were based entirely on State decisions. Thus, the

counties had no initial sense of "ownership" of the demonstration.

Local staff were, however, consultedfairly early in the project to ensure

that the intervention was at least feasible from an operational standpoint.

And, they were consulted during the development of the videotape to get their

opinions on the content and the tone of the message. Thus, a working

relationship and some sense of partnership were fostered.

In operationalterms, local officeswere requestedto do the following:

(l) Maintain log-in sheets for each of the three groups: Control,
brochure-only, and brochure-plus video

(2) Use the log-in sheets to draw the three samples, and forward copies
of the corresponding applications to the project

(3) Distributebrochuresto the two experimentalgroups

(4) Maintain the video presentation and advise clients (from the
brochure-plus-video group) of its availability.

These responsibilitiesdo not seem very burdensome,particularlysince the

demonstration period for each group at each local office was only one week.

Nevertheless, the required activities were outside the normal sphere of

operations,a successionof minor but annoying problems could be expectedto

arise, and the project offered no "payoff" to the staff who would actually be

doing the additional worK. Therefore, complications were to be expected.

To pave the way toward a smooth flow of events at the local offices,

project staff did a very conscientious job of explaining what would be
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required. These explanationswere presentedto supervisorystaff at each

office, and supervisorsexpressedwillingnessto cooperate. Thus, all

reasonablesteps were taken.

Two additionalpoints need to be stressedhere. First, the Maryland Food

Stamp Program is county-administered. Therefore,cooperationwith regard to a

State demonstrationis a very real issue: County cooperationmust be

solicited rather than mandated. Second, the State office that conducted the

project appeared to have virtually no linkages to either the county structure

or the operational offices at the State level. Furthermore, almost all

contact with local offices went through the project staff who were contract

employees, rather than the project director. In light of these impediments,

the project staff did an exemplary job of obtaining cooperation from the local

offices.

As mentionedat the beginningof this section,it would have been

desirable for the project to have had a working relationship with other

offices at the State level. Most importantly, since the research design

required verification sources external to the office conducting the

demonstration, there should have been assurances that these sources would

"work." Furthermore, when computer screens from the AIMS (Maryland's

automatic food stamp case processing system) became available, and seemed to

constitute another verification tool, a working relationship with

computerization staff should have been developed. This too did not happen,

although some ad hoc help was received from people familiar with AIMS.

Finally, since procurement of services from a media subcontractor was a

vital component of the project, there should have been assurances that these

services could be obtained in a timely way. Instead, all steps of the

process--development of an RFP, evaluation of proposals, and finalization of

the eventual subcontract--were burdened by lengthy delays and confusion over

administrative procedures. It seemed for a while that these delays might lead

to termination of the whole project. Similar, but not quite as serious,

problems arose with regard to purchasing software and renting one micro-

computer for two months. Admittedly, procurement can be a frustrating process

in a government bureaucracy. Nevertheless, the lack of cooperation that
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emerged seemed excessive. This appeared due, not to any shortcomings of the

project staff, but to a general isolation of the State office conducting the

demonstration from the main infrastructure of the State agency.

Pilot Testing

The Maryland Projectconducteda pilot test of the data collection

procedures after obtainingcooperationfrom the six local offices, but before

developing the brochure and videotape. The purposes of the pilot test were to

determine the feasibility of obtaining data from the local offices and from

the verification sources, and to see if any modifications were necessary.

Each of the local officeswere asked to supply photocopiesof ten

applications: Five from applicantsand five from recertiftcationcases. The

resultant data were coded and used to generate verification requests from the

verification sources: Employment Security, Social SecUrity, The Motor Vehicle

Bureau, and local school districts.

A number of problemsemerged. First, the applicationforms were slow to

arrive. There was no specificreason for this, and it indicatedthat, despite

assurances from supervisors,the workers who actuallypulled the files were

busy people with little time to spare for special projects. Second, it turned

out that differentapplicationforms were in use: The standardfood stamp

application was in general use, but Baltimore City used a special form for

recertification, and other counties apparently used the Public Assistance

(AFDC) Form as well as the Food Stamp Form. This proliferationof forms was

unexpected and led to problems in coding.

The third problem was one of sparse data. Applicationstended to have

little substantiveinformation,and, not infrequently,had missing or

inconsistentidentifyinginformation. The paucityof substantiveinformation

suggestedthat the ultimatedata analysismight be tenuous: It is difficult

to show differencesbetweendiscrepancyrates when very few clients have

anything to report. The problems with names and social security numbers

suggestedthat verificationactivitieswould be problematic: There would be

difficulties in matching applicants to verification files.
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The final problem was with the verificationsourcesthemselves. These

sourcesappeared to be unreliableand incomplete. The motor vehicle file was

particularlytroublesome: There were more clientswho reportedvehicles not

on the file than there were clientswith unreportedvehiclesthat were on the

file.

Pro_ect staff devoted a great deal of time to resolvingthese problems.

They learnedhow to interpretambiguitieson the applicationforms, how to

establishlinkages betweendifferentforms, how to requestverificationdata,

and how to interpretthese data. They rethoughtthe whole conceptof a

"discrepancy,"and developedpracticalrules for identifyingand coding

discrepancies. And, they were able to formulatea more realisticnotion of

what might be expected from local office staff.

In summary, the pilot test was very useful. It did not lead to any one

major change in plans, but it did produce many minor modifications, and lead

to a more realistic set of expectations.

Pro_ect Scheduling

The Maryland Projectwas delayedat its inception,and continuedto

experience delays throughout its duration. The initial problem was one of

staffing: More than six months were required to hire a Project Manager, and

several additional months went by before a second professional was hired.

Subsequentdelays can be attributedto numerous causes. The procurement

problem, discussed earlier, was certainly a major cause. Other contributing

factors include:

· An inordinately large amount of time to develop a mutually acceptable
research and analysisplan

· Unexpected complicationswith regard to the verificationprocess

· Unanticipated delays in receiving data from local offices and from
verification sources

· A complicated--possibly over-complicated--system for coding and
transcribing data

2.14



· Inadequateaccess to computers.

It should not be inferred that the State bears sole responsibilityfor the

delays. FNS, as well as its technical assistance contractor, could have

imposed more intervention to maintain the project schedule and to anticipate

problems before they became serious. However, it was decided that the roles

of FNS and the technical assistance contractor would be to provide advice and

guidance, but leave it to the Project Director to carry out the advice and

guidance.

It is importantto note that, althoughthe timelineswere considerably

extended,the demonstrationwas fully implemented. The delays did not lead to

any "shortcuts"or curtailingof plannedactivities.

Implementation Per Se

Implementation consisted of two major components: Developing a brochure

and a videotape, and using these media at the six participating local

offices. Once the media subcontract was signed, development went fairly

smoothly. Preliminary versions of the videotape were critiqued by project

staff, by FNS staff, and by a panel of local workers and clients. The final

version incorporatedsuggestionsmade by these groups.

The messageof the videotapeis: Be honest, report accuratelyand

completely,and you will get the benefitsthat you deserve,which may be more

than you would have guessed. This may not be a very persuasive message.

However, it is the one that the project wanted to make, and it was implemented

in a competentand professionalmanner by the subcontractor.

The brochure is more factual. It provides specificguidelinesfor what

the client is obligated to report. Again, it was designed and produced

competently and professionally.

Clientswere exposed to each experimentaltreatment--brochure-onlyand

brochure-plus-video--for one week at each of the six participating local

offices. The brochure-only week came after the control-group week and before

the brochure-plus-video week to avoid contamination effects.
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The treatmentswere staggeredacross offices so as to permit one

demonstration staff member to be at a local office for most of the time that

the demonstration was in progress. This person monitored the demonstration-

related activities in the client waiting area: Use of the log-in sheet,

distribution of the brochure, and maintenance of the video. The role was a

passive one: Staff members did not interact with clients, but only with

receptionists, and, when necessary, with supervisors.

There were some problems with using the log-insheets and distributingthe

brochures. Although cooperation had been promised at each office, the message

did not necessarily reach the person actually doing the work: The

receptionist. Some receptionists did not know what they were supposed to do,

and others considered the additional work to be somewhat of an imposition.

Problems at this level were generally resolved quickly, and logging in and

brochure distribution were adequately and uniformly implemented. It should be

stressed that monitoring by project staff was essential; without this

monitoring, implementation would have been seriously flawed.

The video presentationraised additionalproblems. When waiting rooms

were noisy, it seemed desirable to increase the volume of the presentation so

that the clients who wanted to could hear it. When the ambient noise level

dropped, the volume seemed too high, and clients were likely to turn it

down--or, in some cases, to turn it off altogether. The problems were

exacerbatedby the layoutof the waiting rooms. In some offices, decreasing

the volume to accommodate clients sitting near the video player resulted in

clients further away not being able to hear.

Another factor to consider is that, in more crowded offices and on busy

days, clients are frequently in the waiting area for over an hour. The video

presentationcan become quite intrusive,even for someonewho is initially

receptive,after six or seven viewings. And, the intrusionis obviouslymore

pronounced for a receptionist who is stationed within listening range.

Project staff monitoredthe video closely,and tried to maintain the

volume at a reasonable level. This monitoring was clearly necessary, but

could not resolve all problems. Although the video component was implemented
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as fully as possible,it could not be called uniformacross sites. The client

mix, the density of clients, the attitude of the receptionist, and the

physical layout of the waiting room all contributed to variability in the

exposure of the presentation to the clients.

The questionof exposureis an importantone in demonstrationsof this

type. If a media message is to change a client's behavior, the message must

first reach the client. The Maryland Project, realizing this, initially

wanted to have a project staff member handing out brochures and directing

clients to the video presentation. This would have increased the proportion

of clients who were exposed, and presumably would have augmented the treatment

effects. It would not, however, have been generalizable to a non-

demonstration setting, and hence the idea was discarded.

It was then suggestedthat an exposure scale be developed,and that

observers rate clients on this scale. This might have permitted a partialing

out of the exposure variable, and led to estimates of "true" treatment

effects. It was decided, however, that exposure was too difficult to measure,

at least within the confines of this project. Furthermore, this "true" effect

is of only academic interest. The practical concern is not the effect of

watching a video, but the effect of having had the opportunity to watch a

video.

Although there was no formalattempt to measureexposure,it is certainly

of interest to summarize clients' reactions to the media. With regard to the

brochure, most clients accepted it as an addition to whatever they were

carrying. Some looked through it; most did not. There is no way of telling

the extent to which they subsequently read it.

With regard to the video, many clients looked at it sporadically. Some

seemed to be watching it intently; others seemed to ignore it. Again, there

is no way to determine the extent to which they received the message.
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2.5 IMPLEMENTATION OF THE RESEARCH DESIGN

Data Collection

In collecting data for subsequent analysis, Maryland confronted a number

of problems. These can be divided into two categories: problems related to

the reported data, i.e., the data recorded on the application form, and

problems related to the verification processes that were undertaken by project

staff.

Data on the application forms appeared to be of low quality: omissions,

illegibleidentifyinginformation,and other similarproblemswere common. We

do not have sufficient experience with other States--at least, not at the

level of detailed analysis of application forms--to put this in a proper

(national)perspective. Thus, we cannot discount the possibilitythat food

stamp applications in Maryland are about on a par with those in other States,

with regard to data quality. Perhaps it is more to the point to reiterate

that project staff were themselvesunfamiliarwith the realitiesof applica-

tion data, and that the linkages between the project and the food stamp

infrastructure--both local and State--were tenuous. This may have led to an

over-reaction on the part of project staff. At any rate, they spent much time

and energy on transcribingdata, developingrules for handlinga great variety

of contingencies,recoding data, and generallyattemptingto portray the

dataset as viably as they could. Unfortunately,we cannot determinethe net

result of this effort at the present time: the final report that Maryland has

delivered does not address the issue of data quality.

One tactic that project staff adopted was to use AIMS screens to validate

application data, and to expand these data. Again, this was a time-consuming

effort, and it is not at all clear that it was worthwhile.

A particularissue to note in the present context is that of whether, for

public assistance (PA) cases, the food stamp applicationis even suoDo_edto

be complete. During the early stagesof the project there was a question of

whether the food stamp applicationwas intendedas a stand-alonedocument,or

2.18



was, for PA cases, an adjunct to the AFDC application. We had believed this

issue to be resolved, and were told that the food stamp application is indeed

complete, whether or not it is associated with an AFDC application. The final

report delivered by the project, however, States that this is not the case,

and goes on to mention that, because of incomplete food stamp applications for

PA clients, various blank fields have been coded as missing, rather than as

zero. This can be expected to influence the results of the data analysis, but

there is no information provided that could enable us to investigate the

extent or consequences of the problem.

A final issue with regard to client reporteddata relates to the use of

different forms for different clients. Specifically, there is a special form

used for all recertification cases in Baltimore city. The "BC Recon Form," as

it is commonly called, is similar in broad terms to the standard application--

the FS1--but differs somewhat at the level of individual data elements. This

did not seen to be a serious problem to us, but was considered serious by

project staff. Eventually, they created separate coding forms, data entry

programs, etc., for the two classes of sampled clients, a procedure that was

very time-consuming and possibly unnecessary. At any rate, the two sources of

reported data were reconciled: the analytic data file contains the same set

of elements for all subjects.

Hith regard to the verificationprocess, the general problem is addressed

in the final report prepared by Maryland: verification data are of

questionable quality because of problems in matching identification fields,

the time lag between verificationsourcesand reporteddata, and the failure

of verification information to adequately address the reporting dimensions

that were of primary interest.

The verificationproblemswere obvious from the pilot test, which

indicated that discrepancies were more likely to occur in the "wrong"

direction than in the "right" direction. The result of the motor vehicle

registration verification, for instance, was that several reported cars did

not appear on the verification file, but no unreported cars were detected.
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In summary,the data collectedby the projectare not highly reliable,and

discrepancy measures constructed from these data are somewhat suspect.

Measures that capture the extent of reporting are more valid than discrepancy

measures, and should probably be the focus of any additional analysis

conducted by FSN.

Data Analysis

Data analysis generally followed the steps that had been presented in the

research plan. However, because there was very little time for conducting

analysis, there was no opportunityfor project staff to review and interpret

results, and to modify subsequent analyses accordingly. Analyses were

performedon a personal computer,using SPSS, and includedcontingencytable

analysis,analysisof variance,and log linearanalysis. As far as can be

determined, virtually no basic descriptive analysis was done, nor was there

any attempt to calculatestandard errors or to introducecosts into the

analysis.

Reporting

The final report submittedby the State of Maryland is inadequate. It is

largely comprised of previously submitted material and does not seriously

address the issue of whether or not the intervention resulted in lower error

rates. The report States that the research was inconclusive. This may well

be the case, but all that can be said at the presenttime is that the material

presented in the report is inconclusive.

There is some discussionof problems that were encounteredduring the

demonstration, and of factors that adversely affect the quality of the data.

However, there is no attempt to measure the impactof these factors, a task

that would be fairly straightforward given the data quality variables that

were developed and presumably are included in the analytic dataset.

The presentationof analytic findings is particularlydisturbing. Many

significant effects were obtained from analyses of variance and log linear

analyses, but the summary tables that are presented do not permit the reader
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to determine the directionality of the differences. Most of these significant

differences are dismissed in the accompanying text as statistically

significant but too small to be of practical concern. This may or may not be

the case, but the reader should be permitted to judge for herself.

Maryland has provided FSN with data for secondary analysis. It would

probably be worthwhile to do some further analysis, since the research design

is a sound one, and it is possible that treatment effects could be found. If

further analysis is done, it should be noted that there are significant

differences among experimental groups in terms of PA versus NPA and

application versus recertification. Thee differences must be taken into

account when looking for treatment effects.

2.6 RESULTS AND CONCLUSIONS

Effect on Error Rates

For the reasons discussedabove, there is no way to tell at this time

whether the intervention had an effect on either type of outcome variable:

discrepancies or extent of reporting. If re-analysis were to indicate

effects, it would still be very difficult to translate these effects into

changes in the actual QC error rate.

Other Benefit_

A potentialbenefit, to both the State and FNS, is the existenceof a

videotape and a brochure. These products are of adequate quality, and might

be used for subsequent demonstrations or corrective actions. Note, however,

that there is no reason to believe that the Food Stamp Program in Maryland has

any intention to do so.

A second potentialbenefitcould arise from the developmentof a State

database of client characteristics. We do not know whether Maryland has

actually developed a database or, if they have, how they plan to use it.
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It should be stressed that the demonstration did nothing to upgrade

Maryland's research capabilities. All project staff who were involved in

research activities were working under temporary contracts and are no longer

employed by the Food Stamp Program.
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3

NORTH CAROLINA PROJECT

3.1 OVERVIEW

The North Carolina demonstration was intended to improve the quality of

interview data by the use of more structured interview modalities: A

Structured Manual Interview (SMI) and a Computer-Assisted Interview (CAI).

These products were developed by the Center for Urban Affairs and Community

Studies (CUACS) at the University of North Carolina, under contract to the

State of North Carolina.

Developmentof the products,particularlyof the CAI, was time-consuming

and fraught with problems. More planning at the outset would have been very

beneficial. CUACS did a good job, however, of involving state and local staff

at all stages of development, and eventually produced a CAI that is at least

workable and acceptable to local staff. (The SMI, while "workable" in the

strict sense of the word, appears to be neither beneficial nor acceptable,

except possibly as a training tool.)

The researchdesign associatedwith this effort was exemplary;it included

random assignment of workers (within three counties) to experimental and

control conditions, and use of pre-implementation and post-implementation

scores. These scores were based on abstracting case files to develop measures

of extent of reporting, of completeness of the application form, and of

proportion of documented verifications.
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Unfortunately, the outcome scores cannot be directly related to QC error

rates. Furthermore, as presented in the states's final report, the actual

outcomes cannot even be interpreted in their own terms, since only ratios are

given. Nevertheless, it appears that the CAI has a beneficial effect on data

quality, at least on the three dimensions that were analyzed, and that this

effect is more pronounced for new applicants, as opposed to re-applicants or

recertification clients.

CUACS devoteda great amount of effort to studyingthe amount and distri-

bution of worker time associatedwith each interviewmodality. It appears

that CAI interviewtime is not much greater than traditionalinterviewtime,

and that the CAI leads to less time being spent on verification activities.

Overall, the CAI is quite feasible in terms of the Food Stamp Program

requirements.

3.2 DESIGN OF THE INTERVENTION

Specification of the Problem

The North Carolina Demonstration was based, not on an analysis of QC error

data, but on the assumptions that:

1. Client interviewswere lackingin structure,and

2. Increased structure in the interviews would tend to reduce the
occurrence of QC errors.

Because of this startingpoint, the projectconsideredanalysis of QC data to

be of secondary concern. In particular, they did not pursue the distinction

between client error and agency error, assuming that a more structured

interaction between interviewer and client would simultaneously reduce both

types of error. This hoslitic viewpoint certainly has merit, but it makes it

difficult to draw clear linkagesfrom the treatmentto the anticipatedeffects.

The baseline,or "traditional,"applicationform in North Carolina is

comprehensive and is formatted in a reasonable manner. Its drawbacK, or at

least its potential drawbacK, is that it can be used in different ways by
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different interviewersand for differentclients. Thus, an interviewercan

skip certain portions that he believes to be irrelevant, can change the order

in which questions are asked, and can record ambiguous or inconclusive

entries, e.g., with regard to verification sources.

North Carolina hypothesized that this traditional application form

promoted error by permitting interviewers to take inappropriate shortcuts and

by failing to allow any quality control of the interview process itself. More

specifically, they sought to address the following types of problems:

· Discrepanciesin client-reportedinformationbetweendifferent
sections of the application.

· Failure to probe adequately,i.e., to follow up on client responses
that are vague or suspect.

· Failure to record client-reported information completely.

· Failureto record verificationsourcesand requirements.

· Arithmetic mistakes.

It should be noted that there might well be other motivating factors,in

addition to error reduction, that led North Carolina to focus on structured

interviewing in general, and on computer assisted interviewing in particular.

For one thing, structure promotes uniformity, which is of some value in

itself, and which also serves to promote quality control. A corollary is that

computerization facilitates supervising (and evaluating) eligibility workers.

In particular, this format records the time spent interviewing, which could be

used to provide the State with objective productivity data. Such data were

not available and subjective informal reports by counties vary widely.

Furthermore, computerized interviewing may have some intrinsic benefits, since

it is a first step toward a more automated, and presumably more efficient,

processing system. There is no way for us to gauge the relative importance of

these different factors, as perceived by North Carolina. It seems clear,

however, that error reduction was not the sole point of departure for this

project.
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Definition of the Intervention

The North Carolina interventionwas based on two new interview

modalities: a structuredmanual interview(SMI) and a computer-assisted

interview (CAI). As originally conceived, the two modalities were parallel in

that they were to incorporate the same structure. The CAI, in other words,

was intendedto be a literaltranslationof the SM into computerizedform.

The structurewas intendedto incorporatethe followingfeatures:

· Skip patterns,i.e., branchinglogic based on previousresponses.

· Probes, also based on previousresponses.

· Recognitionof discrepancies,provisionfor backtrackingwhen
discrepancies are noted, and the requirement to resolve such
discrepancies.

· The requirementto completeall responsesthat are requested,and, in
relevant cases, to provide responses in a fixed format.

· The requirement that the stipulated sequence of questions be
followed, with no omissions or changes.

This applies to both the SMI and the CAI. In addition,the CAI was designed

to produce various output reports including an interview document to be signed

by the client, and lists of follow-up requirements for both the client and the

worker. Furthermore, the CAI would perform arithmetic calculations when

necessary.

Both modalities were intendedfor use with both applicantsand

recertification cases. The project was specifically intended to require

workers to administer the same questions in the same way to both types of

clients, as opposed to taking shortcuts during recertification interviews.

The CAI was designed to be used with standalonepersonalcomputers,and

was to be implemented in dbase. Training was obviously an important component

of the treatment, and was planned for, with training to take place at both the

local offices that participated in the demonstration and the CUACS offices in

3.4



Raleigh. Furthermore,there was provisionfor local offices to review the

development of the SMI and the CAI, and to make recommendations to CUACS and

to the state. All in all, it appeared that the proposed intervention was a

feasible one.

Estimation of the Potential Benefit

The North Carolina project did not attempt to develop a numerical estimate

of the treatment effect, let alone translate any such effect to QC terms.

Their concern was with an "efficiency" ratio, conceptualized as a benefit

divided by a cost, but with both of these factors defined only in relative

terms.

The "benefit"was thoughtof as a relative improvementin observable

outcomes, e.g., the proportion of missing data on the applications, the

frequency of arithmetic mistakes, etc. The "cost" was considered in terms of

two dimensions: time and acceptability. Time was operationalized as a set of

"work measurement" variables relating to interview time and processing time,

and the work measurementstudy was a major componentof the project. There

was no expectation that the interviewing and processing time would decrease

with the introduction of the new interview modalities. It was hoped, however,

that the increasein time would be minimal,and would be acceptableto workers

and supervisors.

More generally,acceptabilitywas an importantcriterionin its own

right. North Carolina was concerned with the attitudes and opinions of

workers, supervisors and clients, and planned to conduct pre-implementation

and post-implementation attitudinal surveys. These were to address the issue

of time, as well as other issues: the quality of the interview, the

completeness and accuracy of the information obtained, and the discomfort, if

any, caused by computerization.

To summarize,the North Carolina projecthoped to demonstratethat:

· The new interviewmodalitiesled to more complete and more accurate
data.
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· The increase in time associated with the new modalities was minor in
comparison with the improved quality of the data.

· The new modalities were perceived as feasible and acceptable by those
people who would be using them.

Thus, the projectwas not focusedon detectinga reductionin QC errors and

showing that the reductionin QC errors was cost effective. Its goal was to

develop and implement new interview modalities, and show that these were

efficient in the sense of yielding better data for a minor increase in worker

time.

3.3 RESEARCH DESIGN

Definition of a Control Group

Since North Carolina and CUACS were not primarilyinterested in QC error

rates per se, they did not make the mistake of designinga researchmodel that

relied on comparingpast and presentQC samples. Instead,they developeda

true experimental design that incorporated not only randomized selection, but

also pre-implementation and post-implementation scores.

The first point to note in discussingthe North Carolina design is that it

was implemented in three counties--Wake, Person and Almanace--which, as far as

we know, were not selected randomly. (The implications of the county

selection are discussed below, in the Generalizabilit¥ subsection.) Workers,

however, were randomly assigned to treatments within each county.

In Wake County,a worker handles either applicationsonly or recertifica-

tions only. This permits stratification on case type. The project used this

stratification variable, and assigned two applications-only workers to each

group-- control, CAI and SMI--and one recertification-only worker to each

group.

In the other two counties,each worker handlesboth applicationsand

recertifications, so that no stratification was possible. Furthermore, these

counties are too small to permit multiple assignments to each treatment.
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Hence, since the CAI was the treatment of greater importance to North

Carolina, workers were assigned to a CAI group and to a control group. In

Person County, two workers were selected for each group; in Almanace County,

three were selected for each group.

These sample sizes--9workersin Wake, 4 in Person,and 6 in Almanace--

permitted a small number of workers in each county to be held in reserve, for

possible use as replacementsin the event of worker attrition. It was

believed, therefore, that the sample size, although small, could at least be

maintained. Note that this issue was a serious one: since pre-implementation

data were to be used, it was necessary to have workers who were in place

before the demonstration as well as during the demonstration. Also, it seemed

desirable to utilize experienced workers rather than workers who were in a

training phase.

Within each worker,a target sample size of 260 cases was set: 130

pre-implementation and 130 post-implementation. There was no issue of

sampling post-implementation cases, since the project planned to use all cases

that were encountered during the demonstration period. For the

pre-implementation sample, a fixed starting date was set, and the plan was to

use cases that were interviewed from this date forward until 130 had been

reached for each worker.

This design is exemplary in terms of validity. However, since the worker

is the natural (and conservative) choice as the unit of analysis, the sample

size is obviously very small. The analytic ramifications of this are

discussed below, in the SamDle Sizes subsection. For purposes of the present

discussion, it is worth noting that other designs might have been used. It

would have been possible, for instance, not to have control workers and CAI

workers, but to have each worker use the CAI. Appropriate sequencing, i.e.,

having some workers serve as controls first and then as CAI workers, with the

order reversed for others, would have doubled the sample size. The project

did not, as far as we know, consider this possibility.

A second alternativewould have been to augmentthe worker sample and

reduce the number of cases per worker. This would have been preferable from a
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statisticalstandpoint,but would have requireddealing with more countiesand

trainingmore workers. The projectfelt that this would have quickly become

unwieldy;they were probablyright.

Development of Outcome Measures

North Carolina was primarilyinterestedin demonstratingtwo effectsof

the new interviews: more completeclient reporting,and more accurate

completed application forms. By "accuracy," they generally meant an absence

of obvious errors: mathematicalerrors,key entry errors, inappropriately

missing data, unexplaineddiscrepancies,and undocumentedverifications.

Completenesswas taken to mean the reportingof more sourcesof income,more

assets,more liquid resources,and more deductions.

These effects can both be measuredby taking data directly from the client

application. To do this efficiently,CUACS developeda Client Record

AbstractionForm, or CRAF, on which data from the applicationwere to be

abstracted. Since CUACS staff were to do the abstraction, there did not seem

to be any problemswith availabilityof data: It was only necessaryto access

worker logs (to find out which cases were interviewedat a given time), and to

pull the appropriateclient files.

In addition,there were severalalternativemeasures that North Carolina

was interestedin: one, the use of the standard allowancefor utilitycosts

(as opposed to using actual costs)was, like the completenessand accuracy

measures,directly obtainablefrom the applicationform. A second additional

measure was the number of client-reportedchanges. This was not recordedon

the application, but could be obtained from special forms (Form 8590) that

were included in the case file. Thus, it seemed feasibleto includethis

measure.

A third additionalmeasurewas the proportionof verified items later

found to be discrepant. LiKe the number of changes, this appeared to be

recoverable from information in the files. Finally, there was an interest in

fraud referrals, and it was decided to measure the proportion of referrals
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that were confirmed. (This concernwith fraud referralsstemmed from the fact

that demonstration project funds wereused, in part, to hire additional fraud

investigators.)

It should be mentioned that the original intent of the projectwas to look

for any treatment effects that might result from use of the CAI and the SM,

and that manifested themselves on the application form. Toward this end, the

plan was to abstract a very large number of variables from the application.

The project was eventuallyconvincedto concentratetheir analysis on a small

number of key variables. However,the number of variables that were

abstracted onto the CRAF remained large.

In summary,the measurementschemedevelopedby North Carolina and CUACS

was not directly related to the QC error rate. It was, however, relevant to

the general goal of error reduction, and was based on a data collection

process that appeared to be feasible. Furthermore, it also incorporated a

detailed work measurementcomponentwhich, while not of primary interestfrom

the federal perspective, was consonant with the internal project goals.

Sample Sizes

The North Carolina Project hypothesizedthat the new interviewmodalities

would have thirteen effects:

(1) Clients would report more sources of income

(2) Clients would report more assets

(3) Clients would report more liquid resources

(4) Clients would report more deductions

(5) Clients would use the standard utility allowance less frequently

(6) There would be less missing data

(7) There would be more client-reported changes

(8) There would be fewer mathematical errors

(g) There would be fewer key entry errors

(10) There would be fewer unexplained discrepancies

(ll) There would be more documented verifications

(12) The proportion of verified items found to be discrepant would decrease

(13) The proportion of fraud referrals that were confirmed would increase

3.9



These hypotheses--withthe possible exceptionof the thirteenth--arebased on

case-specific data, so that the number of cases in the sample becomes a

consideration.

Since the SMI worker sample contained only two workers, the hypotheses,

although stated for both new interviewmodalities,were thought of more as

applying to the CAI treatment. The comparisons,then, were to be based on

eight CAI workers and eight control workers: within each group, there were

three workers in Wake County, three in Almanac, and two in Person.

The basic plan was to construct various outcome measures, based on the

above hypotheses, for each of the sixteen workers, for each of the two time

periods. Thus, let

X(C, G, W, T) = An outcome measure, where

C - County (1 = Wake, 2 - Almanac, 3 - Person)

G - Group (1 - Control,2 , CAI)

W - Worker (Within Group Within County)

T , Time (1 - Pre,2 - Post)

Then a change measure for a worker would be given by:

D(C,G, W) - X(C,G, W, T2) - X(C,G, W, T1),

and these change measures would be subjected to an analysis of variance, with

county and group as factors. (Alternatively, the time-one measures could be

used as covariates.) This type of design eliminates variance between

workers. It does not, however, reduce the variance due to the interactions

between workers and treatments.

Theoretically,there are two ways to consider sample sizes within worker

in this context. One is to treat the plan as a two stage cluster design. The

other is to treat the within-worker samples in terms of measurement error. In

practice, both approaches require similar information: some estimates of the

pre-test and post-test distributions of the outcome variables. This informa-

tion was not forthcoming, and no attempt was made to obtain a scientific

estimate of the required sample sizes.

It was generally agreed that the design would not permit reliable

detection of treatment effects on any one outcome measure. Even if the
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treatment "worked"in a vague way, the room for improvementwas too limited.

Thus, the proportionof clientswho had more incometo report,the key entry

errors that could be eliminated, etc., were too low for a further decrease to

be noted.

It was felt, however,that it would be possible to detect improvementson

indicators constructed from several measures: indicators of overall number of

items reported and of overall number of errors and discrepancies are the

obvious examples. But, again, there was no basis for estimatingsample sizes

from power analyses, and no attempt was made to do so.

Another strategy that North Carolina proposed was the use of nonparametric

tests with the totality of outcome measures. Sign tests, for instance, could

be used on the total batch of 16 x 13 = 208 change scores. This plan was

reasonable, but still provided no basis for setting sample sizes.

The target sample sizes that were eventuallychosen--130cases for worker

per time period--wereessentiallybased on a combinationof cost considera-

tions and professional judgment. If the design is thought of as a two-stage

cluster, 130 is definitelyon the large side: it would have been more

efficientto increasethe numberof workers and reduce the number of cases per

worker. However, this was not possible. Alternatively,if we think of the

number of workersas fixed, 130 is probably adequateto detect a moderate-

sized overall effectof the CAI, if such an effect is fairly constant across

workers. And, if worker/treatmentinteractionsare large, the worker sample

is too small, and no increasein the number of cases per worker could have

helped.

Generalizabilitv

As mentionedearlier,the three demonstrationcountieswere not, as far as

is Known, selected randomly. Therefore, there is no statistical basis for

extending any demonstration results to the State of North Carolina, let alone

to other states. It should be noted, for the record, that all three counties

are in the central portion of the state, and that Wake County is an urban
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setting,while the other two countiesare rural. There is no evidence that we

know of to suggest that these dimensions interact with the effectiveness of

the treatments.

More to the point, the successfulimplementationof the treatmentscould

depend heavily on the attitudes of workers and supervisors. And, because it

is only one possible componentof the larger-scalecomputerizationeffort, the

CAI might not be suitable in other state settings. For these two reasons, the

generalizability of the demonstration is limited.

3.4 IMPLEMENTATION OF THE TREATMENT

Obtai ning of Cooperation

The State of North Carolina appointed a project director who had many

years of experienceas an eligibilityspecialistin the state system,and was

thereforefamiliarwith local operationsand concerns. The director served as

a liaison between the state, the local offices and CUACS. She presented the

state position on the demonstration to the locals and to CUACS, she relayed

local concerns and CUACS progress to the state, and she served as an interface

between the locals and CUACS.

The director,by virtue of her defined role and her experienceand

ability,was able to foster a state of informed cooperationduring the

developmentalphase of the project. (She resigned before actual implementa-

tion began, and was not replaced, although her immediate supervisor assumed

the role of acting director for the remainder of the project.)

In Almanace and Person counties,the point of local contactwas the

supervisor. Since the offices in these counties are small, the Eligibility

Specialists (ESs) were involved during the early phases of the project, and it

was clear that cooperation was not a gesture, but an informed decision on the

part of those staff who would be participating. In Wake County, which has a

larger office, the point of contact was at a higher administrative level, and
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it was less clear that potential participants were making such decisions. In

general, however, it was concluded that, at the level of supervisor and above,

all of the counties agreed to participate fully.

This should not be interpretedto mean that supervisorsand ESs were

enthusiastic about the demonstration. They were not. The general view that

they expressed was that both the CAI and the SM were likely to be too time-

consuming, and it would be very difficult to maintain the current workloads

while implementing the new modalities. An allied point was that the more

flexible standard interview was quite satisfactory when used by a skilled and

experienced interviewer. Underlying these criticisms was a less explicit, but

obvious, feeling: The demonstration was threatening, since it undermined the

individual control of the interview process.

CUACS did an excellentjob of addressinglocal criticism. They responsed

to objections, solicited input from local staff, and held "prototyping"

sessions at which local staff observed and critiqued the development of the

CAI. They were also quite clear on the level of involvement that would be

required, and on the specific forms that this involvement would take.

Pilot Testing

CUACS simulatedCAI interviewsat variouspoints in the developmentof the

CAI. The simulations generally indicated a need for further development, and

this led to a sequence of "patches" and other programming modifications.

Some of the difficultiesinvolvedthe contentof particular interview

items. These were readily resolved, although the resolutions were apt to

cause some awkwardness in the interview flow. Other difficulties were related

to probes, skip patterns, and consistency checks: it appeared that the CAI

was less sophisticated in these areas than FNS had been led to expect.

However, it was hard to define the problems in precise terms, since there were

no initial (or subsequent) program specifications. As a result, the internal

program logic was, and presumably still is, overly complicated and not readily

amenable to modification.
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Furtherproblemswere caused by the use of dbase III as the programming

language. This language is primarily intended for file manipulation rather

than the type of coding required for interactive questionnaire development,

and is not the best choice for the latter purpose.

Difficulties with the CAI development process eventually led to an

assessment by FNS and its contractor, Applied Management Sciences. The

conclusionsof the assessmentwere that the CAI was lackingin technical

capacity and in user-friendliness, and that the basic problem was that a

prototyping approach was taken, instead of a formal requirements analysis

being conducted prior to the start of the programming work. Prototyping is

clearly an acceptable approach for software development. However, it appeared

that the software development staff at CUACs were comprised largely of junior

research staff with programming, not systems development skills. Hence, they

were too inexperienced to implement a prototyping approach successfully. It

was decided at this time that it might be better to remedy the problem by

starting from scratch, but that this was not feasible. Hence, CUACS continued

to add patches to resolve specific problems.

Project Scheduling

The North Carolina project experiencedseriousdelays. Most of these were

related to the development of the CAI. Some delays were purely internal,

i.e., were caused by CUACS's difficulties in meeting their own timelines. It

should be noted, in this regard, that CUACS programming staff were apparently

not working full-time on the demonstration project, at least not on an ongoing

basis, but were juggling the time among several projects. This is, if course,

a common practice in the contract research environment. However, it did not

work well in this particular situation.

Other CAI-relateddelays were caused by the need to keep modifying the

product, because it failed to operate in accordance with plans (e.g., it did

not allow for returning to earlier screens to correct errors, and the logic

was incomplete) based on recommendations from FNS and its contractor. It is

unfortunate that this situation arose, and it would have been far preferable

to have spent up-front time on a detailed requirements analysis. It should be
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stressed that CUACS did not conduct a "requirements analysis," burr it was not

conducted from the perspective of developing software, but rather at a more

general level. Again, although early evidence suggested that the planning was

not comprehensive. FNS and its subcontractor assumed a role of providing

incremental guidance and advice, which the North Carolina project could accept

or reject. In retrospect, it would have been more desirable for FNS and its

subcontractor to be more directive. However, there was a question of the

political and practical feasibility of such a stand.

Another source of delay was CUACS's decision to wait for a dbase compiler,

CLIPPER, that was not available when expected. Haiting for the compiler was

probably the right thing to do. However, since new software is frequently not

available when promised, CUACS might have considered an alternative at an

earlier stage of the project.

Implementation Per Se

Despite the delays in developingthe CAI, its implementationwent fairly

smoothly. To be sure, there were problems involved in using the final

product. These included:

· System failures, which occasionally resulted in lost files

· Difficulties in paging back to previous screens when discrepancies
were encountered

· Interview times that t sometimes seemed excessive for
recertifications and for less complicated applications.

Nevertheless,in overall terms, the computerizedinterviewworked: the

necessary data were obtained, and the necessary forms and documents were

generated.

Applied Management Sciencesconducteda processevaluationduring the

implementation period, and CUACS administered additional attitudinal surveys

to clients, workers and supervisors. The results were generally positive.

Clients were satisfied with the new interview modality. Workers and

supervisors had mixed reactions, although it should be noted that attitudes
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toward computerizationimprovedduring implementation. Nith regard to

workers' attitudes, the extreme variability seems more salient than the

average satisfaction level. Some workers were not only comfortable with the

CAI, but considered it to be enjoyable; others were uncomfortable and hostile.

Variability was also an important factor in the way that the CAI was

actually used. Despite the initial plan to equate computerization to

uniformity,the final productpermitteda reasonabledegree of flexibility.

Workers were confronted with all questions that were relevant to a particular

skip pattern, but could--since alphanumeric fields of any length were accepted

as responses to most questions--pass through a section of the questionnaire

quickly if they so desired. (There was, of course, no way to force a worker

to even ask a particular question, let alone to follow the CAI wording of the

question).

There is little doubt that this flexibilityis desirable,despitethe

concomitant loss of uniformity. If the CAI were followed to the letter for

all cases, most interviews would be excessively long and would constitute an

unpleasant experience for both the worker and the client. It is better to

view the CAI as a tool that can be used intelligently by experienced and

capable workers.

The structuredmanual interview,on the other hand, appearsto be too

lengthy and cumbersome for general use. It was not well received. North

Carolina has taken the position that the SM can best serve as a training

device for new workers; this is a reasonable framework in which to view the

SMI.

3.5 IMPLEMENTATION OF THE RESEARCH DESIGN

Data Col lection

Data collectionincludedabstractionfrom case files and work/time

measurement. Abstraction was done for each sampled worker for both the

pre-implementation and the post-implementation period. The goal was to

abstract 130 cases for each worker for each time. There was a moderate
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shortfall for the pre-implementation sample and a major shortfall for the

post-implementation sample. Two factors contributed to this. First, because

some workers had to be dropped from the sample, it was necessary to go back

and do additional abstractions for replacement workers. Second, the number of

variables that were abstracted were unnecessarily large, and this slowed down

the process. Both of these problems should have been avoided.

In general,the abstractionprocess went smoothly. Uniform procedures

were used, and the resulting data appear to be reliable. However, several

variables that were believed to be of prime importance were discarded due to

difficulty in abstracting them from case records. These included mathematical

errors, key entry errors, unexplained discrepancies, verified items found to

be discrepant,and fraud referrals. Other key variableswere combined,and

the resulting set of analytic variables included only three measures; extent

of reporting, number of required items actually recorded, and proportion of

documented verifications. The research hypotheses, therefore, were

significantly reduced from the original set.

Work/timemeasurementwas based on severalapproaches,which during

development appeared to have validity and reliability problems and were

recommended for deletion. North Carolina chose to retain them and most were

subsequently discarded after data collection. It appears that simple

recording of interview time would have been sufficient, and that the more

involved measures were not necessary.

Data Analysis

Data analysis included three major components: effectiveness, efficiency,

and effectiveness/efficiencyratio. Effectivenesswas operationalizedin

terms of within-worker ratios of post-scores to pre-scores on the three

analytical variables. Ratios were computed for each worker for novice cases

(new applicants), for experienced cases (re-applicants and recertifications),

and for a standardized mix of the two types of cases. These ratios were then

aggregated across workers within each experimental condition to yield an

average improvement score for that condition. Finally, the ratios of CAI

improvement to control improvement and of SMI improvement to control improve-

ment were taken as relative effectiveness measures of the CAI and the SMI.
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This methodologyis valid and internallyconsistent. The various ratios,

however, are difficult to interpret. In the absence of raw data, there is no

way to gauge the absolute improvementfrom pre to post or the absolute

advantage of the CAI over the traditional interview. Furthermore, the small

sample size--recall that the worker is the unit of analysis--can be expected

to lead to unstable results, particularly since variation among workers

appeared to be pronounced.

Efficiency analysis was based on interview times and on processing

(verification) times. The interview times are exact (clock) times in all

cases; processing times, however, are estimates, and may not be reliable. At

any event, total times (interview plus processing) were estimated for each

experimental condition for intake and for recertification interviews. These

were used to estimate global times for the life of a case as a function of

number of recertifications. This is a valid and appropriate strategy to use.

Effectiveness/efficiencyratios were computedby simply dividing

effectiveness measures by efficiency (global time) estimates. These ratios

have some possible interpretation in that a large value is better than a small

value. They do not, however, have any meaning in the cost/effectiveness

realm, since their numeratorscannot be translatedinto savings or improvement

terms.

Reoortinq

The final report submittedby North Carolina has severalexcellent

features: it describesthe treatments,the data collectionprocedures,the

analytic steps, and the findings in good detail. However, there are a few

serious deficiencies, the most important of which is the omission of any

summary of the obtained data. Specifically, the report does not present mean

scores by worker--or at any other level--on the three derived measures that

serve as outcome variables. Without the mean scores, there is no way to

assess the practical significance of the resulting ratios.

Furthermore,it is not completelyclear how the three derived measures

were constructed. Some more detail is needed on this.
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Finally, the report does not seriouslyaddress the developmentof the CAI,

the possible shortcomingsof this product,or the issue of mechanical

adherenceto an interviewprotocolversus professionaluse of the protocol as

an aid to interviewing. These topics,discussed earlierin the present

report, should be given seriousconsiderationin any futurework of this sort

that FNS contemplates funding.

3.6 RESULT AND CONCLUSIONS

Effect on Error Rates

In terms of effectiveness,the relative improvementsfor the CAI were

greater than for the controlgroup. This is difficultto interpretfor three

reasons. First, no hypothesistestingwas done--or,at least, none was

reported. Second, the ratiosthat were reported are themselvesimpossibleto

interpretin the absenceof more data. Third, even if the CAI leads to

significantimprovementon the three outcome variables,there is no way to

relate these variablesto QC error.

Despite these problems,the resultsare quite uniformacross outcome

measures and across local offices. It seems likely that the CAI does indeed

have some positive effects. Furthermore,to the extent that these effects are

of interest,they are distinctlymore pronouncedfor novice clients.

In terms of efficiency,the CAI is not as time-consumingas had been

feared. With initialinterviewsand recertificationinterviewsboth taken

into account, and with adjustmentfor a saving in verificationtime for the

CAI, it appears that the CAI is a feasiblealternativeto the standard

interview. It also appearsthat the CAI is acceptableto most workers and

clients.

Other Benefi ts

As stated at the beginningof this chapter, North Carolina never intended

to measure the impact of computerized interviews on QC error rates. Their
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goal was to show that this mode of interviewing led to some improvement in

data quality, and that it was feasible in terms of worker time and

acceptability. They succeeded in showing this.

In a larger sense, the CAI will be beneficialto North Carolina if it

serves as a starting point for further computerization. Interview data should

be updatedas verificationactivitiesproceed,and should be used to calculate

grant amounts. The CAI providesa basis for these functions.
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4

VERMONT PROJECT

4.1 OVERVIEN

The Vermont demonstration originally intended to reduce agency error and

client error through four interventions:

· Supervisory case reviews (SCR)

· Staff training program

· Quality circles (QC)

· Performanceobjectives.

These interventionswere developedthroughanalysisof Vermont'sQC data, and

as an extensionand continuationof previouserror reduction efforts.

Further, these treatments were viewed as being interrelated, with each serving

as a foundation for the next. During the course of the Performance Evaluation

and Error Reduction Project (PEER), the training program was designed and

partially implemented. However, it was concluded that the training seemed

redundant relative to other PEER efforts, and was viewed negatively by the

caseworkers. Instead of expending additional resources to perfect the

training,PEER management,with FNS concurrence,decided to focus resourceson

the other interventions. PEER management also chose to exclude performance

objectives from the PEER project, but to develop performance objectives as an

extension of the SCR at a later date.
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The demonstration team developed and implemented a sound research design

for the SCR. The Quality Circles did not proceed entirely according to the

research design, but they did proceed in accordance with the circle process.

That is, the circles did not reach the point of testing and evaluating

specific outcomes, but rather continued as a process. In conducting the

project, key state staff worked closely with a subcontractor,Policy Studies,

Inc., to carry out the demonstration and the evaluation.

Although the project schedulewas delayed, it was largelyattributed to

re-focusing and reshaping the project design in ways that made the project

more useful to the State and improvedthe qualityof the effort. In general,

the project was carried out in an effective manner, with treatment planning,

development and implementation carried out as planned, and with evaluation

data collection and analysis proceeding similarly. This is not to say that

the PEER projecthad no problems. Rather, it is to say that the problems that

occurred were handled competently.

The researchdesign for the PEER project was boundedby Vermont's small

size and the fact that from a statisticalperspectivethe error rate was low.

The state was too small to producea sample large enough to detect statis-

tically significantreductionsin error. Hence, while the SCR treatmentwas

found to reduce errors, the reductions could not be shown to be statistically

significant. The Quality Circles proceeded to the point of identifying

problems and solutions, but the pro_ect ended before the solutions were

evaluated. Hence, treatmenteffectswere qualitative,and positiveoutcomes

were discoveredthroughpersonal interviews.

This project servedas a further step in Vermont'seffort to reduce errors

by focusing on the role of the eligibility worker in controlling errors. As a

result of the project,Vermonthas not only adoptedthe SCR, but has also

proceeded with performance objectives. The state continued the Quality

Circles, but did not reach a final conclusion about expanding them throughout

the state.
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4.2 DESIGN OF THE INTERVENTION

Specification of the Problem

The developmentof the PEER projectwas based upon effortstaken by

Vermont in the past to reduce errors. Most prior efforts were state-level

activities and included the implementation of the ACCESS system, Vermont's

automated case processing system. Prior efforts in Vermont could be

characterized by the state assuming responsibility for error rate and error

reduction. The PEER project moved to the local level, focusing on the

responsibility of supervisors and caseworkers for error prevention and

detection. At the time Vermont proposed the PEER project in 1983, the

allotment error rate was 7.5 percent for the most recent fiscal year (October,

1982 through September, 1983). The following six month review period showed

an increase to 10.5 percent. An analysis of the QC data revealed that many of

the errors cited were identified through a review of documents in the case

file. These errors resulted from mistakes made by eligibility workers in

initially certifying a household or in collecting information to verify

reported circumstances.

In developing the PEER project,Vermont's rationalewas that improvements

in the quality of work by eligibility workers and supervisors would reduce

errors. Vermont noted that while the QC data were useful in making state-wide

statements, it masked differences at the level of local offices. The small

samples per office made it impossible for local staff to seek to make

improvements because the specific nature - or rate - of local error was

unknown. The SCR was designed to be a surrogate for a QC review with the

major distinction that it would be limited to a desk review, and hence could

only detect eligibility worker error. Inherent in the SCR concept was that

sufficient reviews would be conducted to allow corrective action to be taken

at the level of the unit and the eligibility worker. The SCR was also to be

incorporated in to the ACCESS system, to permit automated case selection and

to provide timely results to all levels of management. Use of the ACCESS

system would also minimize administrative burden in implementing the SCR.
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The Quality Circles were chosen as an intervention because of their

documented success in improving performance in the private sector. They were

viewed as a mechanism for involving eligibility staff in the development and

implementation of error reduction strategies, thereby conveying that their

performance directly affects the quality of the Food Stamp Program in Vermont.

The two interventionswere relatedin that the SCR could serve to assess

the impact of Circle improvements. However, the Circles did not mature enough

to warrant such an assessment during the PEER period of performance.

Definition of the Intervention

The SCR is a type of desk audit conducted for a sample of paid food stamp

cases each month. The PEER SCR differs from typical supervisory case review

procedures in several important ways:

· SCR is a formal standardizedsystem that defines all areas of
investigation. It includes a comprehensive instructional packet for
supervisors,and a formal mechanismfor recordingfindings

· SCR replicatesQC reviewsin that all paid cases are subjectto
review, not just cases within an action in the month precedingreview

· SCR reviewsare comprehensiveand are designed to search through the
case for errors that may have been present in earlier decisions and
still affect the current payment

· SCR employs random and systematicsampling procedures

· All workers' cases are subject to review

· Linkage with SCR and QC review findings so that SCR outcomes can be
compared with QC outcomes

· Integration with the ACCESS system so that review status and findings
are always current, and analysis can be conducted to produce reports
locally as well as state-wide on a monthly basis.

The SCR is a facsimile of the desk portion of a QC audit and hence is expected

to discover the same errors and problems as the QC desk review, as well as

identify other problems that require a client action.
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The Quality Circles were adapted directly from the private sector. They

· Are voluntary

· Involve employees in solving work-related problems

· Employ a disciplined, step-by-step approach to problem-solving.

The QualityCircles in Vermont followed the typicalstructureof private

sector circles. A state-level steering committee was established;

facilitators were trained formally in the Circle methodology and process;

Circle leaders were selected, and members volunteered. The steering committee

comprised of upper management at the state level, were responsible for

developing objectives, policies and procedures, and providing commitment and

support. Two state staff members received training in the Circle process and

served as facilitators to the local offices. Their responsibilities included

coordination of the local Circles, liaison with the steering committee, and

support activities, such as identifying external resources and assuring that

recommendations are presented appropriately to management. Five Income

Maintenance Supervisors were appointed as Circle Leaders. Their function was

to direct the overall activities of each Circle, ensuring satisfactory

progress in problem selection and resolution, and reporting Circle activities

and progress to the Facilitator. Circle members volunteer to devote their own

time to solving the error problem and suggesting improvement.

Estimation of the Potential Benefit

With an overall error rate of 7.5 percentin the previous period,

Vermont's hope was to reduce the rate to the five percent tolerance level.

However, Vermont recognized that the errors were not of a single source.

Hence, the SCR was designed to reduce _ll types of agency errors:

· Misapplication of policy

· Failureto use informationreportedby the recipient in changinga
grant
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· Failure to verify information as required

· Failure to follow up impending changes in applicant's circumstances

· Failure to follow up inconsistent information

· Computational errors.

It was complementedby the Circles which eventuallywere expected to identify

error sources and problems. Vermont did not specify a predetermined level of

error reduction that it hoped to achieve. However, the following specific

hypotheses were proposed for the SCR:

Regarding direct effects:

· The effect of single,case-specificcorrectiveactions will
decay over time as the probability of the reappearance of an
error in a corrected case increases.

Regarding indirect effects:

· The statewideagency error rate will decrease as a result of
general correctiveactions implementedfor groups of errors;

· General agency errors that were the target of corrective actions
by individual district offices will decrease.

Regarding error rates as measured by the SCR and by quality control:

· There is a high, positive association between error rates as
measured by supervisory case reviews and those measured by the
quality controlreview process (i.e.,that the SCR is a good
predictor of potential errors).

Reaardinq the administrative costs and benefits of the SCR:

· Benefitswill exceed administrativecosts. Thus, the benefit/
cost ratio will be greater than one.

There were no hypothesesspecifiedfor the Quality Circles. It was

planned that the specific corrective actions tested by the Circle would be

evaluated, and since the circles were to identify problems and develop

solutions, the evaluation design could not specify them in advance.
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Hence, the SCR was designed to eliminate agency error sources, thereby

reducing the QC error rate in Vermont. It was also expected that this would

be achieved in a cost-specific fashion.

4.3 RESEARCH DESIGN

The research design is discussedonly for the SCR becausethe Quality

Circle Design was to be developed concurrent with the problems and solutions

identified by the circles.

Sample

The SCR research design evolvedfrom careful thinkingabout the state's

goals, the practicality of implementing an experimental design paradigm, and

the fact that Vermont's size affected the adequacyof sample sizes. It was

Vermont'sgoal to reduce state-wideerror through the demonstration. Hence,

the PEER staff wanted the SCR implemented in all counties. There were

concerns about equity among supervisorsby adding the SCR workload requirement

to some supervisors,but not others. And, with only 12 counties,there was

concern about a sufficient sample for treatment and control groups.

All of these factors, in concertwith the recognitionof direct and

indirect treatmenteffects, led Vermont to developa design in which all

counties and all supervisorsparticipated. From a positionof practicality,

supervisorswere required to reviewfive cases per worker per month, producing

a sample of 670 cases for 134 caseworkersin the first month. Vermont planned

to increasethe sample size, but retained the five cases per worker level when

it became apparent that supervisorswere experiencingdifficultyin achieving

that rate. The sample was comprisedof two types of cases--thoseselected

randomlyand those selectedon the basis of error proneness. Included in the

random sample were all cases that underwentQC reviews.

Outcome Measures

Five types of outcomemeasureswere identified:
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· SCR results - error rates and costs identifiedand corrected

· QC reviews - error rates and costs

· Administrative costs

· Staff perceptions and attitudes.

Vermont hypothesizedthat the SCR would have two types of effectson

errors: direct and indirect effects. The direct effects are the specific

results of actions taken on individual cases to correct errors detected by the

SCR. The indirect effect is the reduction of errors in cases that received

SCRs as well as other cases by correcting more general problems identified in

the course of a supervisory review. It was expected that receiving feedback

from a supervisor would prevent the eligibility worker from making the same

mistake again, and it was expected that supervisors would alert all workers to

the types of problems that were found, and how to avoid them.

Costs and benefits were computedon the basis of amortizeddevelopmental

and operational costs relative to savings from error reduction. And

supervisors and eligibility workers were asked about their perceptions and

attitudes toward the SCR.

The Vermont project'sACCESS enhancementallowed supervisorsto record the

resultsof their review, the natureof the error. With each case servingas

its own control,ACCESS computed the savingsassociatedwith the removalof

the error, and also allowed PEER staff to examinedecay in error reduction

over time by examining the SCR record of errors in cases that were selected

more than once.

Analytically, PEER staff made comparisons of the case and dollar over-

issuanceand under-issuanceerror rates for cases selected randomly(QC and

non-QC)and cases selectedon the basis of error proneness. Comparisonswere

also made of errors detected by the QC review versus the SCR, and cost-benefit

ratios were developed.
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Generalizabilit¥

Since Vermont implementedthe SCR state-wide,the findings are

generalizable to the State of Vermont. Generalizability to other states is

limited because Vermont is largely rural and has no major urban area. No

analyses were conducted to determine whether variability in demographics

within Vermont were associated with different outcomes. Another factor that

limits generalizability is that the SCR is tied intimately to the ACCESS

system. Hence, without sophisticated computer support, the SCR could not

provide ongoing, rapid feedback to management.

Vermont implementedthese treatmentsin the contextof a relatively low

error rate and after the state had taken many other actions. Hence, the

effects achieved in Vermont is also likely to be related to Vermont's

evolution and maturity in developing solutions to the error problem.

While it is improbablethat these treatmentswill produce the same level

of error reductionthat Vermont achieved,the conceptsthat Vermont developed

and tested are highly transferable to other states, and it is likely that the

SCR will aid in reducing agency errors in other states. Vermont's exemplary

implementation, including its careful review of the problem, the treatment

design and implementationstrategies,the State's commitmentto the project

and involvementof local staff, and collectionof appropriateoutcome data,

make the PEER project process highly desirable for transfer.

4.4 IMPLEMENTATION OF THE INTERVENTIONS

The PEER projectwas carriedout under the leadershipof an individual,

who during the course of the project was appointed the Commissioner of the

Departmentof Social Welfare (DSN). Other key DSN staff played active roles

in the project'sdesign, definitionand execution. Vermont's commitmentto

the effort was characterized by active involvement of DSN's leadership and key

staff. The PEER staff also included a subcontractor - Policy Studies,

Incorporated (PSI). There has been a long history of successful collaboration

between Vermont DSN and PSI. PSI was able to provide sophisticated research
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and analytical skills. Together,the Vermont and PSI staff worked effectively

to deal with the issues that must be solved as a projectmoves from conception

to design to implementationto completion.

Despite these favorablecircumstances,the PEER projectalso suffered

significant delays. The advantage of the active involvement of Vermont staff

was accompanied by the disadvantage of other state priorities reducing their

availability and active involvement. This, however, is a given whenever state

staff are involved.

Probably because of Vermont's size and its prior history of local office

involvement, implementation of the demonstration proceeded smoothly. In

implementing the SCR, PEER staff conveyed to the supervisors that the SCR was

well thought out, had face validity as an error reduction device, and was

integrated into ACCESS to reduce burden. Their decision to involve all units

also enhanced the sense of importance and fairness. Limiting case reviews to

five per month also demonstrated sensitivity to the likely perception that the

SCR would be burdensome.

PEER project staff developedtraining materialsand conducteda training

program in the procedures for review, how to record findings, and how to use

the SCR subsystem in ACCESS.

For the QualityCircles, PEER staff performedintensedevelopmental

efforts. They conducted a literature review and interviewed people involved

with private and public sector applications. Following this familiarization,

two state staff attended a training program on how to facilitate and implement

Quality Circles. The Circleswere carried out in accordancewith standard

procedures. Five of Vermont's district offices volunteered as sites, and four

were chosen. In general, the membership in the circles was retained.

Overall, Vermont'simplementationproceededsmoothlyand competently. The

PEER staff were effective in gaining necessary cooperation, and were supported

with a strong commitment from top State management.
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Project Scheduling

Like the other demonstrations,the Vermont project sufferedfrom

significant delays. There were two general sources of delay. First, the

issues that all researchersface when carrying out a complexproject had to be

dealt with. In Vermont, additional time was spent on specifying appropriate

outcome measures for the direct and indirect effects,decidingwhether to

implement the SCR in all or some offices, etc. The interventions by FNS and

Applied Management Sciences in providing review and feedback also contributed

to the delays, because the issues raised had to be addressedby the PEER

staff. During the PEER implementation,major FNS regulatorychanges required

state staff to attend to these matters. This also furtheredthe delay.

Overall, while delays occurred in Vermont, they generally were productive and

resulted in enhancing the project's quality.

4.5 IMPLEMENTATION OF THE RESEARCH DESIGN

The research desig_ implementationin Vermont was characterizedby careful

review,assessment and refinement. As is true in any demonstrationand

evaluation,initialplans are often modified as realitiesunfold and as

careful scrutiny is given to carryingout an idea.

In Vermont Applied ManagementSciences contributedto the researchdesign

by developing a design issues paper and by developing an error-prone model to

target SCR at cases for review with a greater likelihoodof error. These

productswere consideredby the PEER staff and were integratedinto their

implementation. This includeddistinguishingconceptuallythe direct and

indirect effects of the SCR and developing appropriate measures and analyses.

At FNS' request, PEER staff also placed more emphasison cost-benefitanalysis.

The implementationof the SCR evaluationproceeded smoothly. With its

incorporationinto ACCESS,outcomemeasures were easily and routinely

extracted. These were augmented with additional statistics routinely

generatedby ACCESS (e.g., trends in QC error rates),as well as nonstructured

interviewswith supervisorsand caseworkersto obtain perceptualdata.
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The PEER project was characterized by the research staff's willingness to

investigate issues and alter plans as appropriate. An example is that

findings showed inconsistency between SCR reviews and QC reviews. PEER staff

pulled the specified discrepant cases, examined them, and discovered the

source of the discrepancies. This finding was used in a formative manner, to

define the SCR procedures more consistently with the QC reviews.

The research design implementationfor the Quality Circles was limitedto

collectingperceptualdata from those involved,and documentingstatusand

progress. The PEER staff modified their research plans to collect data that

would enable them to make meaningful statements about outcome.

Data analysis proceeded in accordance with the plan for analysis. The

PEER staff performed a competent analysis, investigated issues that emerged as

preliminary output was viewed, and developed reasonable interpretations of the

findings.

Regorting

The Vermont PEER project final report was well prepared. It describesthe

treatments, their rationale, summarizes project procedures, the analyses and

findings. The report is sufficiently detailed and generally documents the

methodologies that were used. Its deficiencies lie in its lack of discussion

of adequacy of sample sizes and details about the treatment development and

implementation.

4.6 RESULTSAND CONCLUSIONS

Evaluationresults showeddecreasesof 20 percent, 24 percent and 23

percent, respectively, in overall agency case error rate, overissuance error

rate or total agency allotmenterror associatedwith the SCR. Although the

three error rates dropped during the demonstrationperiod, these changeswere

not statistically significant. This was attributed to the very small number

of observationson which the statisticaltests of means was based, however.

Interviewswith supervisorsand workerssuggested,moreover,that the SCRs

impact on error rates resultedfrom both direct and indirect effects.
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The evaluation also analyzed the SCRs effect on the reappearance of errors

in corrected cases. Results indicated that SCRs would reduce the quality

control error rate by 8.7 percent. It was expected that this percentage would

increase over time, as workers and supervisors became accustomed to the

procedures and corrected errors they found in error prone cases.

The evaluationdesign postulatedthat supervisorswould use SCR resultsto

formulatebroad correctiveaction plans. The evaluationdetermined,however,

that in most cases it was difficult for supervisorsto identify problemsthat

reoccurredover time, on the basis of SCR findings. Errors tended to be too

distinct to identifygeneral patterns. Furthermore,supervisorswould

identify a need for general correctiveactionson the basis of one or two

errors. When interviewed,supervisorsalso had a difficulttime associating

the correctiveactions they had taken, such as approachingindividualworkers

or bringing errors to the unit's attention during staff meetings, with the

identificationof particular errors. This may be explained in part by the

fact that SCR reportswere availablethree months after the month of review.

Actions may already have been taken tn the interimperiod on the basis of

recollection.

Resultsof the cost benefitanalystsof SCRs showed than an SCR was cost

effectiveonly if its benefits for both the Food Stamp Program and the State 5

AFDC program are considered. The cost/benefitratio was 1.83. The benefits

accrued to the Federalgovernment,since Food Stamp allotmentsare lO0 percent

federallyfunded. None of the cost/benefitratios exceeded 1 for the state,

since it pays none of the allotmentcosts and half of the administrative

costs. State 5 expected future savingsfrom the SCR system to exceed costs,

however. When potentialreductionsIn the sanction level as a result of SCRs

were considered,moreover, the benefit/costratio exceeded 1 for both the

Federal government and the state.

A comparisonof SCR findingsand QC findingsfound that the ability of

SCRs to detect errors also found by QC reviewsimproved substantiallyover the

demonstration period. The disparity between SCR and QC findings fell from 7.2

4.13



to 2.8 during the demonstration, for cases in which SCRsdetected errors also

found by QC. This discrepancy was expected to fall even more as supervisors

made SCRsa greater priority and improved their review procedures.

Information on outcomes of the Quality Circles was not reported by Vermont

because the circles had not completed a solution during the life of the PEER

project. Quantifiable benefits were expected, however, once recommendations

have been implemented. The estimate for annual operating costs was $70,014.

The process analysisof the Quality Circles indicatedthat while workers

derived a heightened sense of teamwork from the Quality Circles, most felt

that participation required too much time, given the other demands of their

job. Few workers devoted more than one hour per week to the Circles. Most

also felt, however, that this one hour was insufficient to accomplish what was

required for effective action. A staff survey also indicated that most felt

Quality Circles had not achieved any of their intended objectives, at the time

of the evaluation. None of the Quality Circle's projects had been completed

at the time of the evaluation, however. One of the key lessons that had been

learned from the demonstration of this treatment, was the importance of the

facilitator and leader roles in keeping the Circle focused on its goals and

maintaining group momentum.

The SCR has been incorporatedinto the Vermontprocedures. The project

produced useful productsfor the state, as well as for other states. However,

the linkage of the SCR to ACCESS, limits its direct transportability. The

Quality Circles were well documented, and the products associated with them

would be useful to other states desiring to consider this approach.
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COMPARATIVE ASSESSMENT

Although the three state demonstrations funded by FNS shared the common

goal of error reduction they differed in many important ways - in design, in

execution and in outcome. The purpose of this chapter is to review the

similarities and differences among the three demonstrations, and to relate

these to the outcomes.

Origin and Nature of the Intervention

The three state demonstrationsdiffered at onset in how the states chose

the treatments. In Vermont the treatment was selected as a continuation of

building upon what the state had done and treatment was integrated into the

state's operating systems. The North Carolina project was conceived by the

subcontractor and accepted by the state. Unlike the Vermont demonstration

which formalizedand refinedan existing supervisorycase review practice, the

North Carolina demonstrationwas the computerizationof the application

process- the replacementof a key operationalstep. The Marylanddemonstra-

tion was conceived by the Welfare research director and did not involve a

subcontractorin executingthe demonstrationor evaluation. Like Vermont's

intervention, the Maryland intervention did not replace a key operational

step, but extended existingpractices(i.e., used a more sophisticatedmedia

approach to explain eligibility requirements). Overall, it appears that the

interventions that created the least turbulence were easier to implement.

The demonstrationsalso differedin who they primarilyaffected. The

Vermont demonstration entered the system at the level of local office

supervisors. Supervisors were most burdened by the intervention. Their
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participation affected eligibility workers, and in turn affected clients. The

North Carolina's computer aided interviews affected eligibility workers and

clients directly. The primary burden of this intervention was placed on the

caseworker. In Maryland, the media presentations were placed in waiting rooms

and hence affected receptionists and clients. This intervention placed little

burden on either, but its repetitiveness in busy offices did make it become

obtrusive. In examining the ease of implementation, the intervention that

affected more senior state staff (supervisors) went most smoothly, and those

that affected clients and eligibility workers directly were more difficult to

implement. This may have occurred because the supervisors are more likely to

view responsibity for error reduction as a part of their job than caseworkers

or receptionists.

A key aspect of the evaluationdesign was the specificationof outcome

measures. The three demonstrations differed in outcome measures because these

were linked to the nature of the treatments and the research hypotheses. The

supervisory case review was primarily a detection mechanism - it identified an

error and sought to correct it. Hence, the outcome measure was the primary

savings associated with the error correction. There was a strong and direct

link between the treatment and the outcome measure, and in fact the outcome

measurement was an aspect of the treatment. Detecting and correcting errors

gave supervisors immediate and positive impact, and an immediately evident

effect. The outcomes in Maryland and North Carolina were not as proximate to

the treatment. And, their effect would not be likely to be known to the

individuals most directly affected by the treatment. Both the Maryland and

North Carolina strategies were designed to prevent errors from occurring, not

to correct an existing error. In general, prevention strategies are thought

to be highly desirable because they have broader impacts and may achieve

greater savings. However, by definition, they are not proximate to impact and

hence those most affected by the intervention do not receive positive

reinforcement about the effect of the treatment. Not only do the prevention

strategies not have built-in incentives for the research subjects, it is more

difficult to measure these effects. Not being proximate to outcomes, the

prevention strategies are more susceptible to other factors making a contribu-

tion to an outcome. Hence, prevention strategies require more rigorous

research controls. This, in turn, often translates into more complex research
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designs, larger samples,more controlgroups,and more difficultmeasurement

and data collection. Both the Maryland and North Carolina analyses of out-

comes eventually broke down due to problems involving outcome data weaknesses

and/or insufficientsamples. Vermont,with a more proximatemeasure and a

built-in data collection system (ACCESS) was able to achieve its analytic

goals.

Sophistication of State Infrastructure

vermont can be viewed as a more mature state in its service deliveryand

managementinformationsystems. In the absenceof an automatedmanagement

information system, Maryland had to launch a substantial primary data collec-

tion effort. While North Carolinadoes have automatedsupport, the project's

research needs outstripped the system's capacity and North Carolina staff also

had to expend substantial effort in data abstraction and collection. Hence,

the state's sophistication and maturity also played into the demonstration's

Success.

Project Organi zati on

The three demonstrationsdiffered significantlyin staffingand organiza-

tion. The Vermontdemonstrationwas directed by a senior state manager and

involved several key staff in developing and implementing the treatments.

This organizationrepresenteda strong commitmentto the project. Vermont was

supported by a capable subcontractor that assisted where needed, but had

primary responsibility for the evaluation. The North Carolina Project

Director was also a senior manager. However, the leadershipduties were

delegated to a more junior individual hired specifically to provide day-to-day

management. The North Carolina project did not evidence high level involve-

ment from top management. Other state staff did not play Key roles, and the

state's subcontractor had primary responsibility for the project. Problems

emerged when the state's day-to-day project manager had to oversee a much more

_. senior subcontractdirector and mediate betweenFNS and the subcontractor.

In Maryland, the project was located in the research office and was headed

by a mid-level manager. No other regular state staff were assigned to the

5.3



project. Instead, it was staffedby contractemployees. Although the level

of leadership in Maryland was adequate, the lack of integration between the

research office and the other state offices that was needed to support the

project hampered data collection and data quality.

Implications

This discussionsuggeststhat demonstrationsuccessis linked to the

following features of the state agency:

· A strong involvement,commitmentand leadershipfor senior state staff

· Assignment of state staff to the project

· Integrating the intervention into ongoing systems

· Sophisticated management information capabilities and demonstrated
linkages and cooperation from other involved state and local agencies.

This discussionalso notes that detectioninterventionsthat are

integratedinto existing systemsand affect supervisoryoffice staff are more

amenable to successful implementation and evaluation. This is not to say,

however, that these types of interventionsare most successfulat error

reduction. The implicationis that more effort,more support,more time and a

larger budget is probablynecessary to carry out a preventionmechanism

successfully. This suggests that in considering future demonstrations, FNS

pursue one of two avenues:

· Select proposals that show promise of implementation success; or

· Be prepared to provide the resources necessary to take a good raw
idea and work it into a quality design and implementation.

Volume III discusseshow FNS can structurethe demonstrationsto assure this

success.
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